Inside Out: Collaboration and Narrative
*This transcript excerpt has been edited for length and clarity. A recording of the full
panel presentation is available on YouTube.
Lisa Sutcliffe (LS): Jody, you were the executive director of the Prison University
Project. Could you tell us a little bit about how that program got started and why it got
started?
Jody Lewen (JL): In 1994, Congress passed something called the Violent Crime Control
and Law Enforcement Act, which, among many other things, barred people in prison
from receiving Pell Grants. And Pell Grants were, at the time, the main source of funding
for programs around the country. There was a very small college called Patten College in
Oakland, California. They were running mostly ministry certificate classes in several
different prisons around the state of California, and they were running a degree program
at Tracy—at DVI [Deuel Vocational Institution]—and they were planning to start another
program at San Quentin because there was a lot of demand. They were starting to pull
together the plans when that bill passed, so they thought they were going to have to call
the whole thing off. But they were able to find faculty who were willing to teach for free,
and so this program ended up getting started. They started this program with no faculty,
no budget in early '96—that was basically when it got off the ground—and that program
just kept growing. To answer the question, it was founded because there was such
tremendous demand in the system even back then for higher education opportunities, but
that program just continued to grow over time. So I got involved in 1999 as a teacher, and
then we ended up founding the Prison University Project to support the program. But for

many years it was the only onsite degree-granting college program in the state of
California and one of the few in the country. Today there are more, but it's still a very
fledgling field.
LS: Nigel, how did you first hear about the Prison University Project?
Nigel Poor (NP): I think I got an email about it. I was interested. I was thinking about
prisons, and then just out of the blue somehow, I got an email about it, and I thought,
"Okay, this is something I want to do." And I heard that they were looking for someone
to teach a history of art class. That was in 2011, and I submitted an email and said I'd like
to teach a history of photography class, and Jody Lewen said yes.
LS: Can you talk about the process of being able to teach the history of photography
class?
NP: My assumption was I would teach the exact same class I taught at my university. I
was quickly told that it would be very hard to bring any images in there and that I
probably couldn't show any images with children, nudity, sex, violence, or emotionally
complicated material. The only thing that would've been left in art would be some
landscape, and then I probably wouldn't want to teach that class. And Jody immediately
championed the idea of not changing the class at all, to give the guys inside the exact
same experience they would get if they were going to the university outside the prison,
and so she arranged for me to meet with the assistant warden and the undersecretary. Is
that right?

JL: Yeah, the undersecretary of the department and then the warden and the chief deputy
warden at San Quentin.
NP: So I brought in my class, and I went through all the images that they were concerned
with. I spent about two and a half hours with these two men. At the end of that two hours,
they let me take in every image except two, and they both said they wanted to take the
class. To me, it was a really wonderful introduction to the possibility of doing something
that many people might think is impossible and also the strength of having a face-to-face
conversation with somebody, and that if you can sit in front of people and honestly talk to
them about what you're interested in, you have the opportunity to change somebody's
mind.
This was a history of photography class, but I really wanted the men to have the
experience of creating something, not just reading and writing essays. And the men
inside, on the whole, are not allowed to have cameras. So we came up—and I say we
because I co-taught this with my colleague, Doug Dertinger—we wanted to come up with
assignments that would be about getting your hands on something and creating. What we
did was to print out images by well-known artists. They were printed on two sides of the
paper. We brought those in, we gave them to the guys in the class, and we asked them on
one side to map the images—to spend about two weeks with each image, look at it,
dissect it for its inner meaning, make notes on that, and then take the notes and create a
narrative on the other side. In that way they were deeply experiencing the image and
creating their own piece based on their experience of that, and they're really beautiful.

LS: Next I want to ask Mike, who was in one of these courses through the Prison
University Project, can you tell us a little bit about your story and how you came to end
up in that class there?
Michael Nelson (MN): I committed a crime in 1998 at the age of fifteen, and I received a
twenty-five-to-life prison sentence as an adult. And, fast forward to 2005, I transferred to
San Quentin and immediately signed up for the college program that was there because
everybody else was signing up for it. And all of us who signed up together, we called
ourselves the A-Team, because all the guys wanted to get straight A's in everything we
did. And for me, that didn't really connect with me. The first instructor I met, Jun
Hamamoto, in a math class, was the first volunteer or outside community member that I
had come across in prison, and her spirit was just extremely welcoming and generous.
That's what really drew me to want to do more, because as Jody and, I think, Nigel know,
I'm not really into school. It's not my favorite way to spend my time. But I really
connected to the energy of the folks that were coming in. And then, as a requirement, I
needed some electives, and I found myself in Nigel and Doug's class.
So, this assignment I actually did while in Ad Seg, or some people might know it as "The
Hole"—solitary confinement.
Ad Seg—Administrative Segregation—is where prisoners or inmates are placed when
they violate a rule or when they're under investigation or somehow pose a threat to the
safety and security of the institution. Or they've been accused of something, which was
my case in this particular instance. I was accused of something, therefore I was under
investigation, and I was placed in The Hole. And so I just assumed that I was not gonna

be able to complete that semester, and I wrote a letter to Nigel and Doug, saying, "Hey, I
don't think I can finish this"—I don't remember exactly what I said. And Nigel was very
encouraging and sent me the assignment and was willing to work with me so I was able
to complete it from The Hole.
LS: Nigel, why don't you tell us what the assignment was.
NP: So, everyone in the class got two images by well-known artists, and they didn't know
anything about them except the artist's name—I think it was just the name. And they
were asked to take the two images back to their housing units and, again, live with them
for a couple weeks and then write a response based on those two images. It just happened
that Michael got the [Hiroshi] Sugimoto photograph and the Richard Misrach. The
Sugimoto is the interior of an old theater, and the screen is white because the exposure is
as long as the film; and so, because it's so long, the film kind of disappears. What you end
up seeing is this beautiful blank space. The other image is Richard Misrach—it's an
abandoned drive-in theater. So they complement each other nicely. The only thing that
Michael knew was the artist's name, and then he wrote one of the most beautiful pieces
about photography I think you'd be fortunate enough to come upon—about the images,
about time, about solitude, right?

Hiroshi Sugimoto (Japanese, b. 1948), Carpenter Center, 1993, gelatin silver print, 16 1/8 × 21 1/4 in.
(40.96 × 53.98 cm) Milwaukee Art Museum, Purchase, Richard and Ethel Herzfeld Foundation Acquisition
Fund M2001.156. Copy photo by: John R. Glembin

Richard Misrach (American, b. 1949), Drive-In Theatre, Las Vegas from Desert Cantos, 1997.
Image courtesy the artist.

MN: Yeah, all of the things that felt very present for me in that time.

LS: So, we're actually going to play you a clip of Mike reading the essay.
[Start of audio clip of Michael Nelson]
From the emotions that come to life by these two photographs, many thoughts come to
mind; mainly, I think of change and the consequences that come with change. With this
idea of change, I think of aging and the struggle to accept the inevitable. I also think of
the day and age in which we live, today; the replacement of one form of art by another
that reflects our society's demands of newer and better, meaning younger and faster.
These photographs reflect today's absence of gratitude and the lack of appreciation for
the history of our past that has led us to our present. Consequently, the two photographs
remind me of those who get left behind by not being able to keep up by the change that
lives and breathes throughout time. I think of the elderly whose families place them in
homes so they are not burdened with the responsibility of caring for those who had once
cared for them. I think of being locked up in prison where time seems to stand still, while
the world outside moves on without me. I think of the two picture screens who are being
replaced by technology by which they have no chance of competing with.
In addition to change, I think of the universal idea of emotions (if that makes sense).
When I look at “Theaters” and “The Desert Cantos,” I am confronted with the
separation of class, as well as the separation of time and space. “Theaters” was taken in
the 1970s, presumably somewhere in a city, and by the looks of the interior architecture
of the theater, a seat most likely cost more than a parking space in a drive-in theater.
“The Desert Cantos” was taken in the 1980s, in what appears to be in the middle of
nowhere (or, in the desert as its name suggests), and represents an audience of mostly

young people who are more interested in exploring one another, than they are in viewing
what is on the screen. With these said differences, the two photographs both remind me
that no matter where I’m at in the world, what time of day or year it is, or how much
money I have, there will always be someone who has or can relate with the way that I am
currently feeling; the emotions that I experience, good and bad, are shared by others.
The photographs of the two picture screens were captured at different times and within
different spaces and are visually different, yet both share the same story, and both relay
to me the same message: that no one person is ever really alone in their experiences and
with their feelings.
[End of clip]
NP: One of the other things that I always think about when I hear this is how universal it
is. This morning people were talking about speaking to humanity, and to me that's one of
the things that comes across. It doesn't matter who you are or where you hear this, it
speaks to a common experience. And one of the things I always think about with all of
the work that I do inside prison is about speaking to humanity and the common
experience, and that seems to get conversations going. So I think that's what his piece
does in the most beautiful way. In a beautifully humble way, which I love.
LS: And that certainly has been my experience in walking through the show. Everyone
who hears it responds to me about how it made them think in a way that they didn't
already of prison populations. So that's one of the things I want to talk about today. The
Prison University Project educates incarcerated men, but what do we need to do to

educate the general population about what happens in prison and the sort of invisible
prison populations?
JL: I sometimes joke with folks that we tell everyone we're running an education
program for prisoners, but we're really running a study abroad program for clueless white
people, secretly. But I think that's a great question, because obviously there are a couple
of different overlapping but distinct issues here, right? One of them is the urgent need for
quality educational opportunities for people who are currently incarcerated. But the
other—which to me is in a sense the real crisis—is the need for education of the
nonincarcerated population about the system, about not just even the life experiences, but
the simple humanity of people who are in the system. To me that is the crisis. What we
know as mass incarceration or just the dysfunction of the criminal justice system is really
a crisis of dehumanization. The educational question is how do you humanize the image
of people who are incarcerated in the popular imagination? When I first started running
the program at San Quentin, I was very interested in the academic component. I was very
interested in making sure students had the basic skills they needed to thrive in a rigorous
college environment, which is obviously a life's work on any campus. I had this sort of a
theoretical appreciation for the arts, but I didn't really see it as central to the project, and
actually a couple of different colleagues had at times said oh, you know, for the electives,
or whatever, or the art appreciation class, we should really do that. But it was also when I
met Nigel that I really began to think about the role of the arts in tackling this whole
crisis. And then also noticing that it's really when you start to share stories or when
people can hear someone's voice or you're meeting Michael in the flesh, you're like, "Oh,
we're talking about real people," you know, actually capillary refill and nerve endings.

These are humans, and so to me the question is always how do you facilitate. First of all,
how do you humanize people? What does it mean for someone to be humanized fully in
your imagination, and then how do you achieve that? If we can't bring everybody inside
or introduce folks to people face to face, what does that look like? So, I don't completely
know the answer, but I do know [that] what Bryan Stevenson calls "proximity" is critical
to the whole enterprise.
LS: One of the things we're hoping to do with this symposium is to think about how we
can connect society to the criminal justice system—to the prison system—so that it
doesn't feel like a separate population or an invisible population. What are the steps we
can take to think through connecting people and connecting people to stories? And that's
one of the things I think you did so brilliantly with Ear Hustle, and if you want to talk a
little bit about how that developed out of the project you were doing for the Prison
University Project.
NP: Yeah, so currently I produce a podcast along with my colleague, Earlonne Woods,
who is at San Quentin, called Ear Hustle, and we're in our third season. It's a podcast
about everyday life inside San Quentin; and when I talk about it, I like to be very clear
that this is about life inside San Quentin. Prisons are very different. Not all prisons have
the possibility of all of these programs happening. But the idea of it is to create a
partnership between inside and outside people working together as professional
colleagues, and that's what Earlonne and I are. I happened to find someone that I really
enjoy working with, and we have the same kind of creative drive. Our stories are about
thirty to forty minutes long, and, again, they concentrate on the minutiae of everyday life.

They happen to take place in prison, but we don't do stories about crime, we don't do
stories about people's specific cases. We do stories about, you know, dating in prison,
cooking, dealing with racism. We did a story about a party planner. We did do a story
about death row, but the idea is to not do sensationalized stories and to do stories that
people aren't going to expect.
LS: And I would just connect this a little bit to what the first panel was talking about in
terms of the quotidian and the daily life—the details that you might not notice otherwise.
This very specific attention to detail, but it's something that you draw on both in your
mapping exercises and in the podcasts that helps to humanize in a way because it does
paint a more complicated, more nuanced picture.
NP: Yes, and also to have varied emotions. When we first launched the podcast, we got a
little bit of pushback because we use a lot of humor, and there are a lot of funny things
that happen in prison. I can remember some criticism about "Why are you laughing?"
Like, why is there something funny? And my response is that people assume that there's
only one tone in prison and that is depressing and dark, and yes, of course, that happens.
But humans being human, you experience everything no matter where you are, which
includes humor and love and sadness and determination and desire. So, again, that's
something we really try to concentrate on, and now it surprises me that people are
surprised by that—that their expectations were so flat-lined in some ways.
LS: So, Michael, you left San Quentin five months ago, and you're living in San
Francisco. Can you talk about how the Prison University Project prepared you for what

you might be doing now. Or were there other things that prepared you more? What did
you take out of your time that you find yourself really drawing on now?
MN: When I went through the Prison University Project, I was also taking a number of
other programs, and I really credit PUP alongside a program that focused on the impact
of harm—it was called VOEG, Victim Offender Education Group. And I really think that
those two combined allowed me to expand my capacity to really live fully. So on one
hand I'm connecting to the harm that I've caused and the harm that's been caused to me
and how I perpetuated the harm on the world. And then with the college program, my
confidence level, like, with each assignment I was able to work through some of my own
stuff, especially the more psychology focused courses. And [with] each completion of
each course, I received a grade and then graduated, so all these different levels of
completion and confidence were there. Those two things really opened the doors for me
to be able to see my worth. I'm really connected with the value that has always been
there. It took me eight years to complete the college program, with some nudging from
Jody every once in a while, when I was on the yard and I should've been in class. But I
really think that through both of those modes I was able to then go on and use that
experience to help others in the ways that I felt that I was gifted in the opportunities. I
really connect with what Nigel is saying. Like, on the inside, it's so complex, just like life
out here, in some ways, and it's very full. I was able to really live and I think responsibly;
so I took the life of another human being, and I really own my responsibility to live fully
and appreciate the life that I still have while somebody else does not. And going through
a program like the college program and other programs, I really connected to that truth.

Yes, I have life in prison, and I have life. And those programs really helped me connect
to that and really show up in the world.
NP: I always think that people that don't have much experience with prison feel like,
when you go into prison, your life is over. But you have a life. You have a complicated
life, and you grow and change, and I think that's something that really needs to be
recognized. It wasn't like you were on hold, and all of a sudden now your life has started
because you're out of prison. There was always this trajectory.
MN: Yeah. I feel like my life was full on the inside. I miss a lot of elements of prison. I
miss my community that's in there. I miss a lot of the opportunities that I was afforded in
there. It was full. It was real. A lot of those steps have led me here today. And I owe a lot
of gratitude for that time, even when I'm sitting in Ag Seg. I hold a lot of gratitude for
that time when I was sitting in that dark place because it really presented me with an
opportunity to look at all the light that was within and to really connect with that truth,
cuz you can have and. You can have the dark and you can have the light, and it's my
choice—it's our choice—to really step into the light when darkness arrives. And so prison
can represent a lot of darkness, and it does, and I found a lot of light there.
JL: To add to that, one of the things I find so striking, like Nigel is also pointing out,
when we imagine prison, we imagine people who aren't in society. A lot of times people
use that language, language that communicates that they think it's too late. Like, why
don't you educate people before it's too late, you know? Or how many of your students
are ever going to leave prison? But what they're really expressing is, "To me, that person
is no longer in the world. They don't really fully exist or they don't matter." The

interesting thing about prison, in kind of a morbid way, is that it's the spatialization of
dehumanization, right? It's the location where we put people physically and mentally
when we no longer want to recognize their humanity. But we’ve sort of institutionalized
the practice of dehumanization. When we reason about prisons and people in prison, we
have to constantly be mindful of the fact that we don't experience them as in the world;
and like Michael's also talking about, that doesn't just affect the minds of people who are
not incarcerated. People who are in prison experience that and internalize that at times,
right? And so their sense of themselves as having value and their lives as having
meaning—I feel like that's part of the insight that you're describing—is also realizing,
while you're in prison, "I am a person. I am alive, and my life has meaning, and I have
responsibilities." I think that the education inside also is an intervention in that, both for
the outside world, but also for the folks inside.
One of the many things I value about Nigel's work is how she—and her work with
Earlonne as well inside—how they refuse to adopt or perpetuate these very simplistic
narratives of redemption, which are endemic to this field. Part of the problem is that,
when you're running a program or when you're advocating for it in some way, you're
constantly trying to engage people and elicit—in a way the redemption narrative is a
secular version of a salvation story, really, and it's an attempt to say to the person, "But,
you know, maybe they were bad, but now they're good." So it just gives them a mental
image to imagine a transformation that would make the person somehow palatable or
something. And what you find when you're inside is that you meet all these individual
human beings with unique stories and circumstances, and, you know, we have this thing
called crime. We think of it as all one thing, and the reality is there are so many different

things that land people in prison. But anyway, so you struggle cuz there are plenty of
people inside—including people who committed murder—who knew immediately they
had done something horrible. They didn't need to spend decades in prison to go, "Oh,
maybe that was wrong," you know? Violence is a context, right? It's an event. It's rarely
just an expression of character. But very often people, when they're advocating for the
field or for the work, whether it's in philanthropy or policy, we tend to invoke that
narrative because it's something that people can latch onto or that they're willing to
accept. I think also because—this is kind of my theory—it delays or defers the moral
crisis that occurs when you realize that there are people in prison who are not being made
better by being in prison. There's always a tension when you work in this space between
wanting to tell and share stories that other people will find accessible and then wanting to
tell the truth and wanting to be real and wanting to honor the individual stories and
humanity of the people.
NP: Yeah, I mean, the redemption—it's something we've never wanted to get into, and
it's the least interesting story to tell. I was thinking about this at the talk this morning, and
I can't remember how it came up, but the idea of also just working with people who are
about to get out of prison, somehow that has more value than working with people who
may never get out. And I find that also incredibly frustrating because it also speaks to the
idea that people don't deserve to have a life wherever they are. So we are definitely not
interested in the story of redemption or the focus on people who are about to be released
from prison. Not that that's not a huge important topic—obviously it is—but there is
something about growing in the moment where you are.

